Host defense functions of pulmonary surfactant.
Surfactant is a complex of lipids and proteins that reduces surface tension at the air/liquid interface of the lung and regulates immune cell function. Surfactant immune function is primarily attributed to two proteins: SP-A and SP-D. SP-A and SP-D are members of a protein family known as 'collectins', which are distinguished by their N-terminal collagen-like region and their C-terminal lectin domain. The lectin domain binds preferentially to sugars on the surface of pathogens and thereby opsonizes them for uptake by phagocytes. The collectins also modulate the functions of cells of the adaptive immune network including dendritic cells and T lymphocytes. In addition, recent studies show that bacterial products degrade surfactant. In summary, surfactant plays an important role in lung host defense. Surfactant degradation or inactivation may contribute to enhanced susceptibility to lung inflammation and infection.